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LONG-TERM GOALS

The quantification of selected sediment properties crucial to the modeling of high frequency sound
interaction in ocean sediments is the long-term project goal.  The research thrust is two fold.  Part I is
the in situ three-dimensional measurement of sediment permeability.  Part II is a study of the sediment
microfabric, pore fluid pathways, porometry, and bio-organic components. The ultimate goal of the
microfabric investigations is the development of microfabric models that describe important sediment
properties such as fluid flow characteristics, isotropy and anisotropy, stress-strain behavior,
(porometry, Bennett et al., 1989) and pore space occupied by water, free-gas, and biogenic materials
(Bennett et al., 1996).

OBJECTIVE

Scientific and technical objectives for FY-2000 were:

(1) to deploy an in situ permeameter and collect multiple measurements in the full scale DRI field
experiment in October 1999 and

(2) to collect sediment samples and study quantitatively the microfabric and porometry.

Objectives included the development of “undisturbed” sediment sampling techniques for sandy
deposits and laboratory processing of these samples for microscopy analysis.  The samples are being
used for the study, reconstruction, and quantification of the two- and three-dimensional microfabric
and porometry (Bennett et al., 1989).  Interstitial organic material was preserved during sampling that
will lead to a better understanding of the interrelationships between the solids (mineral grains) and the
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microbiota and or organic debris in the sediment pores (Baerwald et al., 1991; Bennett et al., 1999a
and b).

APPROACH

The design and development of the permeameter probe by SEAPROBE was based heavily on proven
aspects of designs and earlier in situ probes (Bennett et al., 1990, 1989).  State-of-the-art techniques
used by other researchers and engineers were incorporated into the design as required and include
sensor technology, materials, electronics, and computer technology.  The permeameter probe design
was based on the well-established physical concepts and principles for measurement of fluid flow in
porous media using the volume-controlled hydraulic conductivity technique and methods of Olsen et
al. (1991) and Gill et al. (1991).  The constant-head constant-flow technique for measuring
permeability was built into the probe design.  Other techniques potentially suitable for field
applications were considered during the probe design (Bennett et al., 1990a).  The permeameter probe
response and behavior for determining sediment permeability was modeled with the assistance of
Research Dynamics (Dr. Matthew H. Hulbert).  The University of Washington (Dr. Paul Johnson)
designed the tripod used to deploy the probe and provided associated instrumentation for the field
measurements.

The microfabric studies comprise refinements in, and extensions of, well-established techniques
providing new capabilities that were originally used in the study of fine-grained sediments.  The
microfabric analysis of sand is an effort to collect “undisturbed” samples that preserve in situ structure
and organic materials and, from study of these samples, to reconstruct and model the two- and three-
dimensional fabric and pore fluid pathways of the sediments.  The development of new methods,
techniques, laboratory analyses, and digital image analysis has been a major aspect of the research in
FY-2000.  The microfabric research is carried out at the Biology Department, University of Southern
Mississippi, Hattiesburg, MS. Research Dynamics contributed to the permeameter modeling effort and
is cooperating with the team on the microfabric modeling.  R. Bennett (SEAPROBE, Inc.) is leading
the research.

WORK COMPLETED

In Situ Permeameter Probe Studies

The in situ permeameter was designed and built by SEAPROBE, and adapted to a tripod designed and
built by the University of Washington under the direction of Dr. Paul Johnson.  The probe was built to
be rugged and suitable for numerous seabed penetrations to depths of ~50 cm in sand and mud (Figure
1).  Progress and contributions by SEAPROBE are summarized as follows:

• Assembly of the permeameter probe at SEAPROBE and shipment to UW.

• Probe testing at UW with Dr. Paul Johnson and staff prior to the field deployment.

• Participation in the DRI-SAX field exercises offshore Panama City and Fort Walton Beach, Florida
(collection and shipboard processing of samples for fabric analysis).

• Deployment of the in situ permeameter probe and data collection at 19 sites at the Fort Walton
Beach, FL, DRI site.



• Reduction of all raw permeameter field data from the 19 sites and completion of error analysis (a
parallel effort with UW, Dr. Paul Johnson and staff).

• Two presentations on the permeameter and microfabric studies at the ONR-DRI SAX-99 meeting
in Bangor, Washington in April 2000.

Figure 1A
Drawing of the pereameter

probe with dimensions.

Figure 1B
Probe with saturation tube.

Figure 1A and 1B. The probe barrel diameter is 2.5 cm and has two porous stones attached near
the probe tip (45o cone) that penetrates the sediment and leads the probe barrel into the sediment.

Seawater is pumped into the upper chamber and through the active stone.

Microfabric and Porometry Studies

Important technical problems were solved for collecting sandy sediment from the seafloor and then
transporting samples to the laboratory in an undisturbed condition.  Techniques were developed for
imaging and reconstructing the three-dimensional microfabric and porometry.  The scales of interest
range from sand in the millimeter range to microorganisms in the micron range.  Progress includes:

• Developed and tested sample preservation and embedding techniques.

• Developed precision grinding techniques reproducible to ± 2.5 µm.

• Developed precision illumination techniques using a half-silvered mirror (beam splitter).



• Implemented quantitative image analysis software for microfabric studies.

• Developed techniques for two- and three-dimensional image analysis.

• Initiated three-dimensional fabric and porometry volume reconstruction.

• Completed grain size analysis from diver cores.

• Completed analysis of TOC, CaCO3, N, and total carbon from diver cores.

RESULTS

In situ permeability data was obtained at 19 offshore stations and at multiple subbottom depths at the
DRI site.  The permeability data are as follows: (Range: K = 5.5 x10-11 m2  to 0.3 x10-11 m2, Ave: K =
1.9 x10-11 m2  or Range: k = 5.4 x 10-2 cm/s to 0.3 x 10-2 cm/s, Ave: 1.9 x 10-2 cm/s).  These
permeabilities are reasonable and compatible with the available sediment porosity and grain size data
collected from the site.  Permeabilities decreased slightly with depth.

The sediment microfabric and porometry studies have revealed significant two- and three-dimensional
properties of the sands.  The three-dimensional volume reconstruction of the sediment fabric and pore
fluid pathways was completed for several sediment samples from different cores within the DRI study
area.  The first reconstruction included three samples from the top of a core.  The reconstruction was
done with 41 slices taken at 50 and 100 µm intervals over a distance of 2.67 mm for each sample.
Continuous (linear) pore fluid pathways have been observed to extend at least 10 median (grain size)
particle diameters 2.6 cm long through the sandy sediment.  An example of the fabric and continuous
pore fluid pathways are depicted in Figures 2 (color-filled sections) and 3 (wire-frame sections).

Figure 2
2671 µµµµm thick series of sections with a 20°°°° tilt.
Arrows point to four (black) continuous pores.

Scale bar 1 mm

Figure 3
Numerous continuous pores (black) are
revealed in the 2671 µµµµm thick section.

Scale bar 1 mm



Initial quantitative image analysis revealed exceptionally high sediment porosities in the upper few
mm.  Stereological techniques allowed us to establish the volume density (Vs/Vt) of sand and the
porosity (1 - Vs) in the three samples of Figure 4 (upper 3mm of sediment at the sediment–water
interface).  This suggests a “bridging” of sand grains by organic material which been observed and
documented in other studies (Bennett et al., 1999 and Hulbert et al., in preparation).  Observation of
images during high resolution sectioning suggests that particle contact areas in the sands are very
small.  This is confirmed by numerous 5-micron sectioning intervals that revealed virtually no
significant, observable, particle contacts.

Pore fluid path lengths have been determined on numerous sections, generally showing slight
differences when measured in perpendicular directions (horizontal vs. vertical on images).  The graph
(Figure 5) and other analyses of path lengths indicate some slight anisotropy in the sand.  Additional
analysis, however, is required to confirm that significant anisotropy is present in the material.  Path
lengths normalized to the shortest possible distance through the sample reveal that some path lengths
are as much as 38% longer than the shortest possible path.
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Figure 4
Micro-porosity determined on images with

depth in subsamples.

Figure 5
Normalized path lengths through the

sediment (relative to the direct path length).

Twenty-five subsamples of the sediments provided by Dr. Rob Wheatcroft (OSU) were analyzed for
total carbon, total organic carbon (TOC) and total CaCO3.   Values ranged from 0.30 to 0.77% total
carbon, 0.04 to 0.19%TOC and 2.0 to 5.1% total CaCO3.  As expected for sands, the TOC’s are low.
This indicates that organic material occludes ~0.05 to ~2.5% of the pore space in the sand having 36
to 37% porosity (Bennett et al., 1999).  A few samples with higher TOC revealed pore space filling
(occlusion) of ~6 to ~7% in the DRI sand.

IMPACT/APPLICATIONS

Acoustic behavior in sediment is complex.  Reliable predictive capabilities (models, numerical
formulations, and quantitative estimates) must consider the combined effects of the sediment
properties at various scales depending upon the acoustic frequency of interest.  Databases of in situ
sediment property data are needed for the testing and evaluation of high frequency sound interaction
models for shallow water coastal sediment types.  These studies will provide important input
parameters for sediment in coastal areas and have direct impact on U.S. Naval activities including



application to environmental management activities, understanding of hydrologic processes, and
engineering and acoustic problems involving objects placed on and in the seafloor.

TRANSITIONS

The project is providing important environmental data on the sediment physical properties and
variability and the microscopic characteristics of sandy sedimentary deposits.  These data are important
to applied problems of interest to the Navy in areas of mine burial, buried mine performance,
detection, and environmental assessment.
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